MOS Essay 

3. Discuss how different perspectives and approaches to managing knowledge may lead to an 
organisation’s competitive advantage, supporting your views with pertinent literature and examples. 

Knowledge management (KM) is a relatively new concept that emerged 15 or 20 years ago and which presents knowledge as a process, rather as something that people have. Blacker (1995) himself talks of “knowing as a process”, thus something far more complex and ambiguous than the classical and cognitive views that we could have of knowledge. Moreover, this assumption implies, as we shall see, that management is not neutral or objective but that it is intertwined in power relations and social processes that help to achieve the KM’s goals set by managers. Through knowledge management, organisations seek to fully utilize the knowledge that they possess, to create or acquire useful knowledge, in order to achieve maximum effective usage and thus, positively influence organizational performance. By increasing their effective knowledge utilization, it is believed that organisations can acquire greater benefits and acquire competitive advantage. Yet the ways of knowledge management processes are numerous and various and their effectiveness can depend on the type of organisation that necessitates them. 

Acquiring competitive advantage through knowledge management has not a sole possible outcome but many, and this might result in better knowledge practices, improved organizational behaviours, better decisions or improved organizational performance (King, 2009). Here, a first approach to gain competitive advantage could be the management of innovation and this has been particularly explored by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). In their spiral of knowledge model, they focus on the creation of knowledge through the interaction of both explicit and tacit knowledge. According to this theory, in order to accumulate and trigger new spirals of knowledge creation, the key concepts are the “socialization” of individuals who all hold tacit knowledge but need to share it, and the need to turn that tacit knowledge into explicit one, using symbols, metaphors or slogans. Ultimately, by internalizing (or understanding) explicit knowledge, individuals integrate it tacitly and this is how amount of knowledge grow in the organisation. Understanding this theory enable us to appreciate the dynamic nature of knowledge creation through sharing emotions and experiences, mental models and concepts. From Nonaka and Takeuchi’s work follows one of the basic definitions of knowledge management: the process of acquiring knowledge from the organisation or another source and turning it into explicit information that the employees can use to transform into their own knowledge allowing them to create and increase organizational knowledge (King, 2009). By following such structures, managers ensure that all individuals and groups in the organisation are constantly in the process of acquiring new knowledge and become innovative actors. 

One of the critics which can be addressed to the spiral of knowledge however, concerns the unitarist view. Indeed, there is no assumption that everyone is progressing towards the same goal and pursues the same interests in the process of learning. This might create a gap between what people learn, and the knowledge that is actually useful for the organisation as a whole (CIPD, 2002). 
This problem is partially taken in into account in the double-loop learning theory (Argyris, 1976; 1999). As he explains, it is not the organisations’ actions which produce the learning but the individuals and their behaviours that lead to learning. By consequence, they may bring biases and constraints to learning situations that do not fit in the organisation’s requirements. They might already have theories of action of their own with which they have been socialized, resulting in different ways of solving problems between individuals or groups: according to him, there is an incongruence between people’s espoused theories and theory-in-use. The double-loop learning emphasizes the importance and encourages the re-working of taken-for-granted objectives. This implies that when an error is detected, instead of correcting the actions only (single-loop learning), individuals or groups seek to alter first the “governing variables” (Argyris, 1999) – goals, values, strategies, beliefs, conceptual frameworks – and then the actions. 
This means that if an organisation wants to remain competitive and efficient, discovering problems and inventing solutions are not sufficient conditions for organizational learning. As Argyris (1999) says, double-loop learning “control the long-range effectiveness, and hence, the ultimate destiny of the system”. The better organisations have the control of their activity by being able to reflect on it, and hold all the cards in the situation of problem-solving, the better they can achieve competitive advantage through improved organizational behaviours and better decisions (in this theory). 

To further develop our analysis, we will now base our argument on the work of Hansen, Nohria and Thierney (1999). They have defined two broad KM strategies that many companies have adopted since: the “codification” based on the re-use of knowledge which is codified, and stored in the form of electronic document systems. Anyone has thus a uniform and easy access to knowledge in the organisation. The other approach described as “personalization strategy” emphasizes the people-to-people knowledge transfer and sharing through networks for example. 
As many theories seem indeed to praise the social orientation of the knowledge management, we will try to understand in what ways the social aspect is important in the process of learning. We will then focus on the utility of technologies (or "codification”) to create competitive advantage. 

Knowledge emerging through social interaction refers to Blacker’s (1995) processual view in contrast with a more objective and static view of knowledge. A good example of this is the knowledge acquired within communities of practice (COPs) (Lave; Wenger) which correspond to groups sharing a common interest, from which we learn, create and share tacit knowledge. This enables COPs’ members to develop both their personal and professional skills. However, COPs are rather spontaneous and informal, and managers cannot fully rely on them to increase their company’s competitive advantage for example. 
An approach as to knowledge management requires the training and development of the organisation‘s members. As a way to achieve that, the manager can set an example and become a role model for his co-workers in order to improve their behaviours. The importance of applying this method is reflected in Albert Bandura’s social learning theory (1977). Indeed, he shows how people can learn by observing the behaviours of others and their effects on the social environment. By specifying four necessary conditions – attention, retention, motor reproduction and motivational process – he shows how an individual can successfully model someone else’s behaviour. This theory was mainly used to explain how children and adult operate cognitively but Bandura (1986) renamed his SLT Social Cognitive Theory which acquired a more generalized scope. He believed that self-regulation provided a basis for action by empowering people to assume responsibilities and control for their actions. This is particularly interesting for organisations because it makes the goal-setting task very attractive. Indeed, by observing others’ efficacy and achievement of goals, individuals are more likely to work hard to obtain the same results. Moreover, Bandura emphasizes the importance of effective feedback from managers for example, so that individuals are able to adjust their efforts in order to make the goal more attainable. 
Consequently, both modeling and goal setting are examples of Bandura’s theory that individuals learn by observing behaviours, attitudes and their impacts. More precisely, in an organisational context, goal setting can be a source of competitive advantage for a company because it strengthens manager/employees relationships and encourages employees to achieve higher levels of performance by producing higher quality goals (Argano, 2009). From the definition that we have stated at the beginning of this essay of competitive advantage, this would correspond to improved organizational performance. 

Finally, we will expose an ultimate theory proving that the personalization theory is accurate and essential in knowledge management. Indeed, we mustn’t under-estimate the need for ‘organised’ interactions in the workplace such as brainstorming, for example. When a particular problem needs to be addressed, brainstorming can result in far more numerous and creative solutions (Andrew Sturdy, 2007) than if the people had worked individually. Talk-in-interaction is even analyzed as “the central medium through which the daily working activities of many professionals and organizational representatives are conducted” (Drew and Heritage, 1992). 
Group works within a company can thus be much more effective than individual work to solve problems or elaborate new projects, being more creative, dynamic and time-saving. 

Going back to Hansen, Nohria and Thierney’s (1999) approaches to KM, we now look at the “codification” theory based on IT tools and technologies. Knowledge is extracted from the person who developed it and made available to all. For example, Ralph Poole – director of Ernst & Young's Center for Business Knowledge – describes it like this: "After removing client sensitive information, we develop 'knowledge objects' by pulling key pieces of knowledge such as interview guides, work schedules, benchmark data and market segmentation analyses out of documents and storing them in electronic repository for people to use”. This approach allows many people to search for and retrieve codified knowledge without having to track down documents or contact the person who originally developed it (Hansen, Nohria, Thierney, 1999). Moreover, they are particularly useful when they can help managers to analyse and interpret vast quantities of data, and turn it into valuable knowledge. Consequently, the codification of knowledge opens up the possibility of achieving scale knowledge reuse, and enables a particular organisation to become increasingly efficient, saving time and thus being able to achieve more work within the same period. 

From another point of view, new communication technologies and IT tools enable the formation of vigorous internal networks, enhance collaborative work relations and internal communication within organisations. Technologies are thus no longer perceived as tools that organisations incorporate in their knowledge management process, but rather as means to organize themselves (Blacker). This perspective concurs with the importance of people-to-people approach in knowledge management that we have developed previously, where the interconnectedness of individuals is crucial for the organisation’s development of competitive advantages. 

We have thus seen perspectives as to how organisations can use knowledge management in their activities. We must recognized that knowledge is not easy to capture, classify or control, and that more and more, the view of knowledge as an object-like that could be transferred from place to place gives ground to social theories, demonstrating knowledge as a process. 
Whether it be through innovation development, the constant re-working of values and beliefs, the training of organisation’s members and modeling behaviours, the communication and interaction of members, or the use of IT tools and technologies, knowledge management remains a crucial process for any well-managed organisations. Moreover, organisations mustn’t over-estimate the use of technology alone but needs to take into account the social processes of KM in practice. The value of knowledge management is the direct result of the organisation members’ effectiveness in their organizational behaviours and performances, knowledge practices and decision-making and thus, a source of competitive advantage in the long-run. 
However, a company’s choice of strategy if far from being arbitrary – developing the wrong strategy or trying to pursue too many at the time can have the opposite effect and undermine an organisation.

